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The Doctrine of a Believers Church  

 

A Believers Church: A Definition     

Baptists affirm a “believer’s church.”   W. T. Conner described it in this way:  
 

“Only those should be received into the church membership who give 

credible evidence that they have received Christ as Saviour and Lord. 

Becoming a Christian is a voluntary matter, and only Christians should be 

members of the church… That the church should be composed of the 

regenerate only, the New Testament makes clear.”   1 

 

J. L. Dagg enumerates biblical evidence for a believers church  from the epistles:  
 

“The character of the persons who composed the New Testament churches, 

may be readily learned from the epistles addressed to them. They are called 

‘The elect of God; ’ ‘Children of God by faith; ’ ‘Sanctified in Christ Jesus, 

called to be saints; ’ ‘Saints in Christ Jesus; ’ ‘Followers of the Lord; ’ ‘Beloved 

of the Lord. ’ No doubt can exist that these churches were, in the view of the 

inspired writers who addressed them, composed of persons truly converted 

to God. ”   2 
 

[The passages Dagg footnotes are: Colossians 3:12 ; Galatians 3:26 ; 1 

Corinthians 1:2 ; Philippians 1:1 ; 1 Thessalonians 1:6 ; 1 Thessalonians 2:13 ]  

 

Let it be emphasized that it is “church membership” which  is under discussion 

here, not church “attendance.”  

 

 

Church Membership is Voluntary.  

No one can make this decision for you. One is not born into a Baptist Church. 

While many parents take their children to church, and nurture them in the things 

of God during their formative years, church membership is a voluntary, personal  

commitment. Nor is a connection to a particular local congregation determined for 

a person, through something like Parish boundaries.  

 

Salvation is Not Chosen for a Person by His or Her Parents  

One is born into the God’s covenant people, the Jews. But one is “born again” into 

God’s church. The church is a spiritual body.  
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• John 1:12 -13  “But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to 

become children of God, to those who believe in His name: who were born, 

not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.”  

 

W. T. Conner elaborates:  
 

“Another thing that follows from the nature of Christianity… is that 

membership in the church is voluntary… The voluntary principle is 

fundamental and essential all the way through. Becoming a Christian comes 

by hearing the gospel and voluntarily accepting it… But so far as an 

organized body is concerned, membership in such a body must be a 

voluntary act...  Since the voluntary principle is fundamental, there can be 

no such thing as infant church membership.” 3 

 

 

Fellowship in a Local Church is a Natural Outflow of Christ’s Work in the 

Believer’s Life  
 

The Bible describes this community of faith as a spiritual byproduct of God’s work 

within us.  “Their fellowship with one another results from their fellowship with 

Christ.” 4  
 

• Acts 2:47   “And the Lord added to the church daily those who were being 

saved.”  

• 1 Corinthians 12:13   “For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body...”  

(One might easily assume that this refers to the church universal only; 

however, the context of this passage describes the use of spiritual gifts in 

the local church.)  

• Romans 12:4 -5  “For as we have many members in one body, but all the 

members do not have the same function, so we, being many, are one body in 

Christ, and individually members of one another.”  

• 1 John 1:7  “But if we walk in the light as He is in the light, we have 

fellowship with one another , and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanses 

us from all sin.”  

• 1 John 2:19 , NLT  “These people left our churches, but they never really 

belonged with us; otherwise they would have stayed with us. When they 

left, it proved that they did not belong with us.”  
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Local Church Membership is Related to the Purposes of the Church  

When we speak of the fellowship of a local church, we refer to a relationship based 

on things held in common: A common Master, common goals in spiritual growth, a 

common message, and a common mission.  
 

• Philippians 1:3 -5  “I thank my God upon every remembrance of you, always 

in every prayer of mine making request for you all with joy, for your 

fellowship in the gospel  from the first day until now, being confident of this 

very thing, that He who has begun a good work in you will complete it until 

the day of Jesus Christ; just as it is right for me to think this of you all, 

because I have you in my heart, inasmuch as both in my chains and i n the 

defense and confirmation of the gospel, you all are partakers with me  of 

grace.”  

• Philippians 1:27   “Only let your conduct be worthy of the gospel of Christ, so 

that whether I come and see you or am absent, I may hear of your affairs, 

that you stand fast in one spirit, with one mind striving together for the 

faith of the gospel”  

 

E. Y. Mullins explained, that while the Bible does speak of the church universal:  
 

“The great majority of the New Testament passages use the word church to 

indicate a local body composed of believers in Jesus Christ who are 

associated together for the cultivation of the Christian life, the maintenance 

of the ordinances and discipline, and for the propagation of the Gospel.” 5 

 

 

Local Church Involvement is a Responsibility of Every Believer  

The New Testament describes a believer’s connection to the local church in terms 

which are spiritual, describing it as a natural outflow of what God is doing in their 

lives. It also describes their connection to this community of faith as a 

responsibility, a command to be obeyed.  
 

• Acts 2:41 -42   “Then those who gladly received his word were baptized; and 

that day about three thousand souls were added to them. And they 

continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the 

breaking of bread, and in prayers.”  

As many translations render it, “ They devoted themselves to the apostles’ 

teaching and the fellowship...”  
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• Hebrews 10:23   “And let us consider one another in order to stir up love and 

good works, not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as is the 

manner of some, but exhorting one another, and so much the more as you 

see the Day approaching.”  

• 1 Corinthians 14:12   “Even so you, since you are zealous for spiritual gifts, 

let it be for the edification of the church that you seek to excel.”  

 

Baptists have long affirmed church involvement as a responsibility. Southern 

Seminary’s Abstract of Principles summarized this principle succinctly, “Christians 

are to associate themselves into particular societies or churches” 6 

 

The Philadelphia Confession teaches:  
 

“....Those thus called [to Christ out of the world], he commandeth to walk 

together in particular societies, or churches, for their mutual edification, 

and the due performance of that public worship, which he requireth of them 

in the world.”  

( John 10:16 ; John 12:32 ; Matt. 28:20 ; Matt. 18:15 -20 ) 7 

 

 

A Believer’s Church Places Also Responsibility Upon the Church  

The church is responsible to have frank conversations with those seeking church 

membership to ensure, as best as possible, that they have trusted Christ for 

salvation and have a clear understanding of the gospel. It is granted, as has been 

so often said, the church has always had enemies without and pretenders within.  

 

Here is a description of how Baptists received new members is described in the 

Baptist Encyclopedia of 1881:  
 

“When a man desires admission into an orderly Baptist church, he is 

carefully examined by the pastor or some other judicious brother in 

reference to his repentance for sin, and utter helplessness without the 

Saviour’s grace: in reference to his faith in Jesus as his substitute and 

sacrifice on the cross, without whose blood his sins would cling to him 

forever… Satisfied that the man is washed by faith in the blood of the Lamb 

and saved, the pastor brings him to the deacons, who hear from him an 

account of G od’s dealings with his soul. Having convinced them that he is a 

child of God, he repeats his experience at a weeknight service, at the close 

of which a special church -meeting is held, and a resolution is passed 
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authorizing his baptism and reception into the church. After baptism he is 

formally received into the church by the right hand of fellowship.” 8  

 

The wording now sounds old fashioned and the exact approach es  will vary 

somewhat today, but the point remains – a church is responsible  to ascertain, as 

best as they can, whether a person professing faith in Christ understands the 

gospel and is sincere in making this public commitment.  

 

 

Implications of a Believer’s Church  
 

There are implications for church government.  

Baptist churches have a congregational form of government. Such churches are to 

make decisions together under the Lordship of Jesus Christ, as guided by 

Scripture, and as led by the Holy Spirit. Therefore, it is imperative that its 

members recognize the Lordship of Christ over them, affirm the authority of 

Scripture, and are indwelt and led by the Holy Spirit. These things are not true of 

the unbeliever. A congregation should not be governed by both the saved and the 

lost.  
 

• Romans 8:9   “But you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the 

Spirit of God dwells in you. Now if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, 

he is not His.”  

• Romans 8:14   “For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of 

God.”  

• Romans 10:9 -10  “If you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe 

in your heart that God has raised Him from the dead, you will be saved. For 

with the heart one believes unto righteousness, and with the mouth 

confession is made unto salvation.”  

• 2 Corinthians 6:14 -16  “Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers. For 

what partnership has righteousness with lawlessness? Or what fellowship 

has light with darkness? What accord has Christ with Belial? Or what 

portion does a believer share with an unbeliever? … ”  

 

It is not here being suggested that other denominations are being governed by 

unbelievers . Other  bodies generally provide a safeguard through elder rule or 

something similar. Rather, t he point is that congregational or democratic forms of 
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church government necessitate a regenerate membership.  

 

There are implications for church discipline.  

Church discipline is not about kicking people out of the church, but is focused on 

helping a fellow -believer get back on track with God. As one voluntarily associates 

himself with a church, he is giving his brothers permission to encourage him, to 

challenge him, and to warn him. Iron sharpens iron. This is because he values his 

relationship with Christ above all else. He also recognizes the church’s right to 

protect the Lord’s reputation by removing an unrepentant member from its 

fellowship. As one will quickly  see,  even then, the ultimate goal is restoring 

relationships and winning back the brother.  

 

• 1 Thessalonians 5:14   “Now we exhort you, brethren, warn those who are 

unruly, comfort the fainthearted, uphold the weak, be patient with all...”  

• Galatians 6:1   “Brethren, if a man is overtaken in any trespass, you who are 

spiritual restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness, considering yourself 

lest you also be tempted.”  

• Matthew 18:15 -18  “Moreover if your brother sins against you, go and tell 

him his fault between you and him alone. If he hears you, you have gained 

your brother. But if he will not hear, take with you one or two more, that ‘by 

the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established.’ And if 

he refuses to hear them, tell it to the church. But if he refuses even to hear 

the church, let him be to you like a heathen and a tax collector.”  

 

There are implications for the ministry of the church.  

Church is not a show one attends on Sundays and its members are not an 

audience. A congregation is a ministering community and every member is a 

minister. They minister to each other and to the community, as God empowers 

them.  
 

• 1 Thessalonians 5:11 , CSB  “ Therefore encourage one another and build each 

other up as you are already doing.”  

• Ephesians 4:15 -16   “Christ —from whom the whole body, joined and knit 

together by what every joint supplies, according to the effective working by 

which every part does its share, causes growth of the body for the edifying 

of itself in love.”  
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• Romans 12:5 -6  “So we, being many, are one body in Christ, and individually 

members of one another. Having then gifts differing according to the grace 

that is given to us, let us use them...”  

• Romans 15:14 , CSB  “My brothers and sisters, I myself am convinced about 

you that you also are full of goodness, filled with all knowledge, and able to 

instruct one another.”  

 

Conner exp lains it in simple terms:  
 

“The work of the church is spiritual . I t has a spiritual  function. To do this work 

it must be a spiritual bod y. An unregenerated church canno t be the means of 

conveying the  renewing grace of God to an unregenerate  soci ety around it. ” 

 

 

The doctrine of a believer’s church is related to other New Testament teaching s, 

including:  

• The new birth (regeneration).  

• Believer’s baptism.  

• The priesthood of all believers.  

• Autonomy of the local church.  
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